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Tencher Bﬁrnout/Strcss_dnnnudmcn&: An
Exploratory Look in an Urban School System in Alabuma

Recent proliferation in the literature suggests that teacher stress has

P

. ‘,{‘ :’& . . ) . " . ,
reacned cpidemic proportions in many areas of the country.. The literature

- further suggests that job—relateé stress.has diminished the satisfaction'that

; | ] ! L . . .
many teachers derive from their work, caused many good teachers to choose

_ alternative careers, and lessened the’'energy and creativity that any out-. ,

standing teachersrbring to their classrooms. In fact, many.studies~have-been
. . ‘

coﬁpletcd that indicate stress is a,major occupatioral hazard of teaching.

N -~

Little 'systematic research attentioh has.been focused upon this coacern to this

point in Alabama. The research effort which proviu_d the basis for tqﬁf arti 3

was vieved as”a step in that direction. ¥ . oo .
The major purpose of the study (Saunders,‘l982) was to determine the ralation-.

ship between occupational stress as measured by the Teacher Occupational Stress

~

Factor Questionnaire (Clark, 1980) and responses to stress as assessed by the *
Personal Lifestyle Survey (Everly, 1979) as perceivcd by classroom teache*s in

-.the lluntsville City School System in Alabama. A secondary purposec of the study

was to, emplore the possible re’ationship among selectcd teacher personal and

)

_ situational variables and the two$§tress measures cons1dercd in the study

'udditionally, the data generared by the study were analyznd from a bencnmarb

perspective with particular_gmphasis placeo upon their staff developnen mpli:,

)

cations for the school system. ’ _ .

Setcine of the Study

-

The city .of Huntsv1lle population 145,000, basically has'a_ccmbination
ol an 1ndustr1al and an abricultural economy. Thc naJority of ‘the students

.

eurolled in its schools are primarily fro@_middle—class backgrounds. A large

'~ number of the parents of these ci:y school students:are employad in CQchnical

and nrofts31onal fields; wany of them have completed at least 12 yvears of
0 . :
schooling and advanccd work.at the epllege“level. The ]981 median household .

. . . t E LI - .
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(- income for ‘the city of Hungsville was $21,634. - -
Tn 30 years of planned and orderly growth,'HuhtsVﬁlle has made the '
7 . . o © .
“tranaltlon from cotton to mi5511e5 to space to diversified industry;’ yeL, the

city malntains a high level of effort in all phases. Technologica1=and

management spin-offs from aerospgce<projects have had a coneiderable impact on
. industries, educational institutions, and public services. The "Industria}l
. . 4 PN -t “

Dircctory" lists nearly 505 companies with more than 33,000 employees. Less _.

"than 25% of them are working in support of missile and space proJects

The city of Huntsville.can be labeled economically and culturdlly as

v

. ! .’ . F YN
perhaps the most diversified amd”progressiye community in its population class

in the United States: There is probably'ho other town or city in the state of’

Alabama that:resembles it yet, in .many ways, the city of Huhfsville retains ¢

a smalfﬂtown_attitude,Aespecially where politics is concerned .~ For exanple,
~ ir the carly 1970s, the city voters of.Huntsville.chOSe the option of electing

3

the.members of the Board of Education!- Previously; the members of thc Board

M - ° 'J

" had heen'oppointcd by "the City Councid. The City "Council was notlceably ugset

over their loss of power and control with fhe Board of Education and their

B e

. oL -
'disappointment waslevidenced in a recent decision concerning® funding.
. S,

At

. The Huntsv1lle City Schools prlmarlly have three sources of revcnuL——

L. \
l»\ -
s ™

. state allocatlon, federal monles 1nc1ud1ng Impact. Aid and al.6 millidn

allocation'from»the City Council. chh the decline in Impact ‘Aid and th

?

vlmoacc of proratlon on state funds, the allocatlon from the City Counc11 be-
3 = .
came’ an increa51ng1y 1moorcant source of revenue for the Board of Educatlon.»

3 . >

In an effort to 5ecure nore monies to avéid furtltier teaeher layof fs and

3

poesihlc‘secred1t°tlon problems, the Board of ﬁducation asked the city VOLQrS

on two occasions: to aowrove an addltfonal l—ccn* sales tax. HoWever, fn

accordance w1th the mood of the rest of the country, the voters of Huntqvuln

}4 N\
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W
sound Iy deteated both measures.

' . ~ ‘

o

The W'dt s;om County Commission, in what was labclcd as poliLLcal sulcide,

3

passcd~a temporary l—ccnt sales tax ‘to hclp the school systems of both the

v

county “nd city. The City Boardaof qucation thought that their troubles were~\\ o
) & . *

over with‘this action. However, the City Council soon décided to take their s

: 1.6 ni’lion dollars “and budget it in othér needed areas. With this action

.
»

the Madison County Comnission threatened.to rescind the l-¢ent sales tax. The

3

«City Board of Education then faced additional teacher layoffs ‘and possible

. o N
school'cloSings. ‘ oo T . "

- .
A

AL the peak of the political rhetoric among the Board of Education, ‘the

. °

City Council and the County Commission w1th teacher layofts and school closings "

as possibilities; the instrument package was distributed to the 1, &00 teachers

] ) 5 .
.of the Huntsville City. Schools: ’

« . '

. The ¢ Study

.~

- This study was baSically descriptive and exploratory.v Through the use

.of qucstionnaircs, an effort was madc to document the currcnt status of the

’strcss/burnout phcnoncna in an Alabama setting and explore the relationsnips

v, :

_WAamungmoccupational.stress, responses to- stress;~and selected personal “and -

'situational variables of classroom teachcrs. The Huntsville Education 7

B - ) . v N . - .\
‘Association and the Central Office of tne Huntsville ulty Schools provided S
1 a i . 13
support for the study and assisted in distributing the package of idstruments. . ;
. . ] : . - toe

. 4 . - “

_Useable responses were received from 573 teachers which represented 41% of

the-potential respondents. "

Threc ‘instruments were utilized in this study. 4 demographic’ questionnaire

e Twase dcvcloncd specif lly Eor the study-. The‘developnent of this demographic

- -
. »

{nstrument was Lnflucnced oy a reviev of the literature which indicated that'’

certain job- ~stress items nossibly were related. Tha Teacher Occupational

- - . .
. : ., °
o P . - :

ERIC - R

A FuiText provided by Eric ' i



o~

O

. of 97 Likert-type stimulus items.  Later refinement of the instrument reduced

»

in the larger study (Saunders, 1980).

Strens Factor Questlonnalre was developed and used by Clark (1980) 4in her

doctoral study at Aubutn University. The questionnaire originally was composecd

it to 30 iiems. The third instrument used in this study was developed by

.

Everly (1979) from the University of Maryland. The Personal Lifestyle Survey

consisted of 20 items and yielded two scores which assess general responses to
. . - * 4 -

stress, adnptive coping and maladaptive'coping. |

DiscusSion

" The findings of the study as supported by the review of related literature

.

prOV1ded a basis for a number of concluslons which are discussed in a narrative

<

format without the benefit of tatular presentations of the, findings contained

"

. . ‘ )
_% . The 573 respondents (41%) included in the study fairly accurately reflect

~ ° \ s ’ o B

the composition of the total population of teachers in the Huntsville City

School System on *he several personal and 81tuationa1 varlables included in

)

the stud/ such as age, sex, race, teaching experlence, etc. Further, the sample

L]

of Huntsville tecachers was found to, be quite slnllar to teachers cn a nat10na1 ' '

- scale w1th respect to the career dechlon—naking conccrns ‘addressed in the

. or have’ been in a rather anblvalent state relatlve to past and continuing

v
would not "makc a career choice to- becomc ‘a teacher. T

study. . A.maJorlty of the teachers in the Huntsville Qlty School System are

pYS

career dec1S1ons re1a ive to teaching and educat-/n. Slxty—flve percent of'

-

‘the responaents 11d1cated that they had ‘or. werce g1V1ng serious consldcratlons

,

to leaving teachlng" with 357 reveallng that given-a chance ‘to start over they

’: A

The ttachers in Huntsville are operat1n~ under some degrce of occupational‘v

relaced stréss, Utiliziag the posslble score range from 30,to 150 on the K

‘reucntx Occupatlonar SLress Tactor Qucstlonnalre and Elve stress levels from

ERIC
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. stress as assessed by the Personal Life Style Survey. The use of regular' .

wore classificd fn the "Not Stressful" cdtcgory,‘

General  responses to stress and occupational stress were related.  The
. w

sign ficant ‘relaticaship between maladaptive responses and occupational stress

(37,p¢ 05) allows an additional conjecture thot.responses to high occupational

stress by Huntsville teachers tenll to be more maladaptive thanaadaptive. .. The
teachers are not generally utilizing the full range of adaptive responses’ to

exercise, relaxation techniques, and "professional assistance' are apparently

being underutilized. In a similaxr manner, it may be noted that the respondents

-

as a group may be.cver—uti}izing méladaptive responses of an interpersonal

relations nature (i.e., tendency to become angry or irritable, to withdraw or

become depressed, to take out your frustrations on others) which would secm

_td be most potentially damaging in a helping profession such as teaching.

- It may be concluded that the recent and_continuing economic concerns of
teachers have contributed to their stress. Therefore, it also may be con-
jeétured that when economic times become more positive, the dégfee of stress

felt by tcachers may decrease. Additionally, it may be concluded the

-expectations of teachers for student behavior are dissonant with actual be-

" havior of students and related quality involvement of parents. One's sense of

failure and self- erceived shortcomings, such as the inability to motivate

A

students to achleve according to capac1ty, tend to be stress produc1ng

Percovtlons of 11adcquate plannlng/preparatlon time and a general feellng of -
. q

”nevcr catching up'" were identified, also as significant stressors. Teacher-

2

teacher relationships As well as teacher4administrator relationships are not

_.ﬁ;rcclVgu as:-sources of teacher stress in the system. -This may be viewed as

a positive aspect relative to deallng with oth T sources of strcss in a pro~

ductive manner.

Ko R | A
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Selected personal and situatioual varilables which were found to he

related to the stress"tcndcnc;es among teachers provide clues for possible . '

-

staff dovelopment efforts which_might be undcrtakcn in addressing the cmerging

. .problems of teacher stress/burnout. The’ profilc of a teacner with hlgh stresq

3

tendencies, based upon the data in the study, would be a white female in the
30-49 age bracﬁetlwho teaches secondary academic subjects or in a self- | . -

contained clementary classroom, who was not particularly pleased with her’
preservice or continuing in-service/gradvate preparation, and who was ambivalent

about tcac‘ihg/education as a career field. Addiribnal'ideas for specific

K}

focus of staff dcvelopmcnt programs are evident also 1n the list of high
b

stresSOrs 1dent1£1ed in the study and from the range of responses of an adaptive/
maladaptive nature on the.general stress instrument which'were discussed -

"briefly above. ‘ ' . “ '

- Recommendations

>

_ The threc questionnaires used in this study could be utilized in 1
' : |
|

experimental situations at the beginaing of a school year and again at the
*“_—“end?of"awschool'year'(pre/posttest):"fThe~samp1e of teachers who take part in

the study could also take part in in-services activities aimed at reduc1ng

K

tecacher stress. Spec1f1ca11y,‘such actiomn research eftorts could explore
w%cthcrgindecisivcness concerning teaching as a career declines as jobfsrrésg
diminishes or as the ability to cope with or handle stressful situations is
- -ncreased

A random sample of schools and /or systems could be included in studles
‘which ehplore the relationshlps among stress measures as ‘they might vary across

- . A

B orwanlzatlonal units. In sueh school~based studies, the perceprions “of the

N B
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'w.fhtlpllﬁ ml;ht bc‘tcvicwcd in light of the' responscs oE chcir teachers.

. " :

el Wutx relative co thc level of administratoro awartncss to developing teacher

. .

strcss and -their organiz ational responscs might be productively cxplorcd

- Future research could attempt to determin: how stress affects tecacher.
. ® ]

4
.

. \ ' Pid ‘o - . : C
/ performance in the classroom, It is recommended that answers be sought to

. tr, hl . . .
. N -~

questions such as the following: Are teachers who work in more stressful '

4

situations les$ effective with students than those whose work situationb are

less stressful?  Is there a’ relationship between teacher stress and student,
- &

Nae ) .

‘ pcrformance’ o . P

Acknowledging the. successes eiperienced in the medical profession appropriate

N '

attcntion should .be givcn to teacher stress/burnout conccpts in preserv1ce o

i hY

prcparation pro§rams. Such emphas1s upon career—decisions of potential teachers

could possibly - contribute to. a redUction in the number of teachers in class~

rooms who have serious-doubts. about being there.

v
.

R Subsequcnt attention should be given in the future uses of the Teacher .

Occupational Stress Fdctor Questionnaire to the absences of stress itens related

to the public attitudes about schools and teachers which are viewed by some as.gh;

v

key sources of stress which impact upon teachers apd their abilities to be

productivc'ovcr long periods of time. Items focused upon the personal safety of

teachers and students are noticeable by their. absence also. .The fact that 1tems

.

focused upon these stressors were eliminated in the original development of the

£ K ?

Teacher Occupational Stress Factor Questionnaire could be interpretcd as a positivc

finding for SChOOlln" in Alabama and Georgia -~ the states in which the instrument

“ .

was initially developed. One may only conjecture about. their 1nclusion should

the original item bank be utilized in a redevelopment of the instrument. .

o

e T
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